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The Diversity Dilemma: Dealing with Difference
Kathy Fritz
Last year when I attended the Vocation of a
Lutheran College Conference I was struck by the
intense ethnic identity of our sister colleges. I'm
afraid I had no idea that it was possible to go to the
"wrong" Augustana depending on whether one was
Swedish or Norwegian in ancestry. I was impressed
to learn that events in Scandinavia that occurred
hundreds of years ago were still remembered and
celebrated in the American Midwest. As a white
Southerner I had often been impatient with fellow
Southerners who meant only one war by "the war"
and that was only 130_years ago. Apparently that's
recent by some cultural reckonings.
[n the South there are only two main ethnic groups
one composed of descendants of Northern Western
Europeans who intermarried decades ago to
produce the generic White Southerner and the other
composed of descendants of African ancestors. At
Newberry College there is little sense of the
German roots of our college despite a yearly
"Founders Day". By 1856, our founding date, there
was probably little German identity anyway. Today
the sole remnant of the Germany past is the term
"Dutch Fork" for the geographic area that includes
Newberry. "Dutch" is a corruption of "Deutsche,"
meaning German, a reminder of the German settlers
of the area. Currently ethnic diversity at Newberry
consists of varieties of White Protestants, varieties
of African-American Protestants and a few Roman
Catholics. The college is 83% Caucasian and 16%
Self-identified Lutherans
African-American.
comprise 22% of the student body, exceeded only
by Baptists with 29%.
Just as I was impressed by the awareness of ethnic
connections last year, I was intrigued by the
revelation in a group discussion that California
Lutheran, a relatively new college, was busy
discovering, if not inventing, "traditions" such as
the celebration of St. Lucia. All this evidence of
striving for identity, celebrating traditions, etc.
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caused me to reflect on Newberry and its identity.
What held its constituencies together? At the time
I could only think of one tradition: the yearly battle
for the Bronze Derby, a ludicrous trophy (literally
an old hat permanently encased in metal) awarded
the victor in the annual football game with
Presbyterian College, an institution 20 miles up the
interstate. Somehow this did not resonate with the
spiritual uplift of a St. Olaf or St. Lucia.
Nevertheless, if asked what holds us together one
quick and maybe even accurate answer might be the
football team. After all, on game days it seems that
most of the male student population is suited up on
the sidelines. I once counted 100 of them and
Newberry only has 700 students total. Newberry
has the distinction of being the smallest college in
the NCAA to participate in football. Of course as
one of my irreverent colleagues has noted, it isn't
clear to all of us that this is a distinction to be
pursued.
This year as I was forced to think seriously for this
conference about the issue of the Lutheran core and
factors of diversity and fragmentation, we were in
fact going through a year of crisis at Newberry.
Cultural diversity or differences in ethnic cultural
background are not the only sources for
fragmentation. Fragmentation can result from
differentiation. Differentiation is normally positive
specialization of function and role is necessary for
institutions. Colleges can't be run entirely by the
faculty, much as some would probably want.
Colleges need a financial office, student
development office, fund-raising office, a
president's office. But differentiation requires
effective communication among the constituent
parts for the whole institution to work smoothly. At
Newberry there developed fractures, splits, and
divisions. I thought I'd discuss this a little because
it seems to me that there must have been some
central core beliefs or commitment that unified
people through the difficult months. After looking
at a brief case history of fragmentation due to
differentiation, I will turn to broader issues of
ethnic diversity and fragmentation.
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I. The Newberry Year
According to published media reports and accounts
of various participants, in October of 1998 the five
member executive committee of the Board of
Trustees ofNewberry College voted unanimously to
ask the President of the College to resign. They
were concerned about financial issues and
management style. The President rallied support
and at a special meeting of the full Board he
retained his job when 9 of 16 board members voted
to endorse him. That meeting took place on Friday
before Halloween. The next Monday morning the
President fired the Vice President for Academic
Affairs and forced the resignations of the Vice
President for Business Affairs and the Vice
President for Institutional Advancement. That
afternoon the President explained to the assembled
Chairs of the academic departments that he couldn't
trust the vice presidents and that they had violated
policy by meeting without his authorization with
members of the board of trustees.
As Chair of Faculty Council I invited faculty to an
impromptu meeting to discuss events and possibly
formulate some response. The reaction of the
majority of the faculty seemed to be stunned
disbelief. Some were physically ill. The only vice
president not fired was the brand new president for
Student Development. He had just replaced a Vice
President who resigned in the spring. The Vice
President for Academic Affairs who was fired had
only been in the position since July when the
previous Vice President for Academic Affairs
"decided to return to teaching." By faculty count
there had been a turnover of five vice presidents
within six months. With the appointment of an
interim VP for Academic Affairs, we were dealing
with the third such VP in four months.
The Chair of the Board of Trustees met with the
Faculty Council. He told us that after a recent long
meeting with the president he hoped issues could be
straightened out. The Board appointed committees
on finances and management to work with the
President. But apparently some factors could not be
resolved. Four members of the Board of Trustees,
including the Chair and the Treasurer, resigned
before the next Board meeting in December.

Through all this depressing and frightening year
there was a group of faculty who conferred often
and shared concerns. We were from different
disciplines and different religious backgrounds.
But we shared a vision of the college and what it
should be about. The president had tried to portray
the Executive Committee action as part of an effort
to loosen or break the ties of the college to the
ELCA. Board members have denied this and there
does not seem to be any evidence that such a change
was seriously contemplated. Faculty members,
which include ordained ELCA clergy, children and
siblings of ELCA clergy, would I'm sure have
resisted any such change. Although occasionally
some have grumbled about the amount of financial
support from the ELCA, faculty members have long
supported efforts to heighten the visibility of the
college to its supporting synods and urged
recruiting students from ELCA congregations. For
many faculty the real concerns with the President
came from a divergence in vision of the college that
had little if anything to do with our Lutheran
connections. That was a long running, but low-key
difference of opinion about the mission of the
college as a liberal arts college. This perceived
difference is one that we should have discussed
together and perhaps we could have learned from
each other. The faculty realizes that the President of
a college must worry about the bottom line. The
economic realities are that parents DO want to
know what their children will get from going to
college. They DO ask what can my child do with
that major. They Do expect a marketable degree.
But the faculty persists in believing that college is
preparation for LIFE, not an entry-level job.
This particular split at Newberry is symbolized I
think by the new major the President brought with
him when he came in 1995. I believe this is related
to the theme for this year's conference as well.
When the curriculum becomes more diverse in
order to attract students to pay the bills, what then
becomes of the college's Lutheran identity?
At the President's urging, Newberry added an
invented major called Veterinary Technology,
becoming the only 4-year institution in the
Southeast with such a degree. It turns out there are
good reasons for this. The same degree without all
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the fuss of 4-year private college tuition and core
curriculum courses can be obtained 100 miles away
at a 2-year technical college. This year the
accrediting team of veterinarians in fact encouraged
Newberry to forget this 4-year stuff and just offer
the degree in a one-year certificate program. For
faculty who like to think they're engaged in the life
of the mind and preparing students for graduate
work, this smacked entirely too much of technical
school.
Yet, in writing this paper and reflecting on the
faculty distaste for "vet tech" and other attempts
that the faculty see as the slippery slope toward
turning Newberry into a "technical school," I come
up against the notion that after all "vocation" is
such a key Lutheran concept. Why isn't it valuable
to prepare students to help God's creatures by
training them to be veterinary assistants? Does it
matter that the same course of study is apparently
available via correspondence according to a recent
cable TV ad? Should a college pick and choose
which vocations are more worthy of a liberal arts
education? Here's maybe where a discussion of
what a Lutheran college is about and how it differs
from a Lutheran technical school should occur.
At any rate I found myself consulting Pam
Jolicoeur's paper from last year's conference,
reprinted in the winter 1999 issue of Intersections.
She noted, "I think that Lutheran colleges should be
vocational schools in both senses of the word. On
the one hand, we must prepare students for
meaningful work and not eschew that effort as
something that is beneath us, as liberal arts colleges,
or is someone else's job. (as well) Lutheran colleges
should instill in students a sense that they have an
obligation to make a meaningful contribution to the
world around them." (24)
This seems to have wandered pretty far afield. But
it comes around again to what holds faculty or other
constituencies together. I think in the case of
Newberry College it was our abiding concern for
students, for educating in the "liberating arts" as
Tom Christenson puts it. But I also came to realize
from my conversations with staff, with board
members, with students, that there are several
constituencies in a college. They each have their

special role, but they must work together, and they
all must have the mission of the college as their
goal the mission of preparing students for service to
the world.
In April the President announced that he would be
retiring early, on June 1. A long and difficult
academic year ended with public good manners.
The epistle for the baccalaureate service I found
particularly appropriate. St. Paul understood
differentiation and the need for unity. From I
Corinthians, chapter 12:
"For just as the body is one and has many
members and all the members of the body though
many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one
Spirit we were all baptized into one body Jews or
Greeks, slaves or free and all were made to drink of
one Spirit. For the body does not consist of one
member but of many. If the foot should say,
"Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the
body," that would not make it any less a part of the
body. And if the ear should say, "Because I am not
an eye, I do not belong to the body, " that would not
make it any less a part of the body. If the whole
body were an eye, where would be the hearing? If
the whole body were an ear, where would be the
sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the organs
in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all
were a single organ, where would the body be? As
it is, there are many parts, yet one body. The eye
cannot say to the hand, "I have no need of you," nor
again the bead to the feet, "I have no need of you."
On the contrary the parts of the body which seem to
be weaker are indispensable, and those parts of the
body which we think less honorable we invest with
the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are
treated with greater modesty, which our more
presentable parts do not require. But God has so
adjusted the body, giving the greater honor to the
inferior part, that there may be no discord in the
body, giving the greater honor to the inferior part,
that there may be no discord in the body, but that
the members may have the same care for one
another. If one member suffers, all suffer together;
if one member is honored, all rejoice together." (1226)
I don't think I can improve on Paul. This seems to
be the prescription for a healthy institution no
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matter what it is. It celebrates differences but they
all work together for a single purpose. It means to
me in this case that a college is not the president, it
is not the faculty, it is not the board, or the students,
or the alumni, or the big donors ...it is all those
members of the body.
II Ethnic/Cultural Diversity and Identity
Sociologists usually encounter concern with ethnic
diversity in terms of pluralism and conflict and how
to reduce inter-group conflict, how to produce inter
group co-operation. In adapting this concern to the
conference theme, I envision it as how to maintain
a cohesive college in times of increasing diversity.
Ernest Simmons in his book Lutheran Higher
Education affirms the value of diversity. "The
Lutheran model of higher education affirms the
importance of diversity and the need to dialogue
with multiple points of view. This means that all
people are important and contribute to the character
of a community of inquiry." (8) He continues,
"Diversity within the bounds of a common
commitment to connecting faith and learning is not
only desirable but sought out, for it can yield
creative adaptations that assist mutual survival." (8)
This stress on the positive aspects of diversity is
sorely needed in a year that saw people slaughtered
for their differences. In Kosovo the celebration of
ethnic identity has meant centuries of killings,
revenge, retaliation. At Columbine High School the
formation of cliques, of in-groups and out-groups,
resulted in another tragic pattern of retaliation.
The fact is that humans do choose to spend more
time with people with whom they feel comfortable.
People generally choose friends on the basis of
similar interests and ease of interaction. Ease of
interaction is of course facilitated by sharing a
common language, a large base of shared
knowledge, and shared values. It is in fact difficult
to enjoy the company of someone who disagrees
with us on what we consider to be vital issues. It is
"nice" to encourage dialogue and dialectic but
outside the classroom it is awkward and unlikely.
High schools, colleges, and work places will always
produce cliques groups of like-minded individuals.

Migration patterns, marriage and breeding patterns,
geographic boundaries have produced a world
population that is diverse in physical appearance,
religious and cultural practices. The question is how
to maintain cooperation and harmony among
diverse groups, whatever the basis for the group
formation.
It seems to me that there are three basic ways to
approach this dilemma of diversity and integrity.
One came to me as I sat on my back deck observing
the diversity of wildlife in the backyard.
Approach One: Feed Them AH To Reduce
Conflict
Our bird feeders attract chickadees, cardinals,
titmice, painted buntings and blue jays but also
squirrels and raccoons. I used to see my mission as
feeding the birds and protecting them from the
predatory raids of the larger animals. But lately I've
adopted a different strategy. Watching different
kinds of birds and the individual squirrels and
raccoons I noted the obvious application of a
sociological proposition. There are different groups
in our backyard and they all want the same scarce
resource; sunflower seeds. In human groups and
animals competition for the same resource leads to
conflict, and if there is a power differential, like
physical size, the more powerful will dominate the
less powerful, limit access to the desired goodies,
and discriminate against the less powerful. But an
important variable in this theory of ethnic hierarchy
(adapted from Donald Noel) is the competition for
scarce and valuable resources. If everyone does not
want the same thing or it is not scarce, this should
reduce or eliminate competition, conflict and
perhaps discrimination. So, in my backyard
universe, I adopted a policy of simply "feed them
all." I try to provide enough sunflower seeds for all
the animals. This has reduced my stress level and
resulted in lots of fat birds and tubby squirrels.
One approach then to diversity, if the aim is to
reduce conflict, while maintaining diversity, is to
feed everyone or in more elegant phrasing nourish
everyone. In the college example this would mean
providing everyone with a good substantial liberal
arts diet. Surely among the reasons our students
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choose small church-related colleges is the close
and nourishing attention of dedicated faculty who
provide stimulating food for thought and the basis
for a meaningful post-college life.
Before this metaphor gives us all indigestion,
however, I have to point out that providing enough
for everyone or even meeting everyone's demands,
needs, desires really only reduces conflict. It does
not produce co-operation or integrity out of
fragmentation. For that I'd like to turn to another
sociological/social psychological proposition: to
reduce prejudice and discrimination, research ha�
indicated that the most effective method is to bring
individuals together, on an equal basis, to work
together to reach a common goal (See for instance
studies cited by John E. Farley in Majority-Minority
Relations 37-41).
Approach Two: Use The 3 A's To Reduce
Differences
Coming together for a common purpose, or at least,
a common shared experience, can be met in several
ways at the Lutheran College. For students,
surviving the core curriculum together, working on
group research together for a class presentation,
doing service learning and sharing the experience in
reflections sessions should all result in more
understanding of the essential things students all
have in common. Working together as equals
reduces stereotypes, makes us aware of our
common humanity. College campuses in fact are the
ideal labs for inter-group cooperation working
together as an athletic team, sharing the intensity of
one's �cademic major, relying on the artistic talents
of others to produce a successful musical or
theatrical performance. These three A's-
academics, athletics, and the arts--all bring people
together for a common purpose or interest. Ethnic
background is not relevant to the task at hand.
Achievement and ability are.
Note that in this approach the intent is to reduce
differences. This approach seeks common ground.
Rather than an emphasis on respecting, recognizing,
and encouraging cultural, religious and ethnic
differences, it tries to create a common identity: a

college athlete, a college student, a college
alumnus.
This focus on the common or the community is not
really the current politically correct ideology. The
current ideology seems to be "cultural diversity"
recognition of groups, protection of heritage, pride
in ancestry, etc. This is of course an important and
necessary corrective to counter the historical and
global myopia of evaluating other's culture in light
of one's own. It recognizes the value and validity of
other cultures and aims at according equality to
others.
But this philosophy, which sociologists call
"pluralism", has within it potential problems, which
I have already mentioned. The pluralist ideal is a
society where separate groups are maintained as a
source of identity and pride but all the groups are
equal in access to economic, political and social
rewards. However, the effort to maintain separate
groups requires reduced interaction with those
outside the in-group and this separatism fosters
stereotypes, prejudices, and ultimately perhaps
hostility.
A few societies have consciously adopted an
official policy of pluralism with constitutions that
recognized different religious and language groups.
Ironically, when I began teaching race and ethnic
relations some 25 years ago the two "successful"
examples of pluralism that were cited were Lebanon
and Yugoslavia. Today there are none.
Adalberto Aguirre, Jr. and Jonathan H. Turner make
this point strongly in their book on American
Ethnicity. "Some celebrate ethnic diversity, but it
should be noted that no large-scale society with
highly diverse and entrenched ethnic sub
populations has been stable." (224) They cite a list
that includes Yugoslavia, Northern Ireland,
hostilities in the Middle East, tensions between
Indians and Pakistanis to "illustrate that when
ethnicity runs deep, conflict becomes intense."
(224) Aguirre and Turner claim that "ethnic
pluralism must revolve around relatively weak
ethnic identification or otherwise it becomes a focal
point for social disintegration." (224).
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In speaking of the U.S. they raise the issue of some
middle way between diversity on the one hand and
rigid conformity to the Anglo cultural core on the
other. No society, they claim, has "remained
integrated when ethnic identifications are strong,
the cultural core has eroded and ethnic conflicts are
frequent." (225) A possible solution they propose is
to incorporate new elements into the cultural core,
elements from the diverse groups that compose the
American population. A unique American cultural
core combined with strong anti-discrimination laws
might provide the basis for a stable society that
tolerates some weak ethnic identification.
Although intense ethnic identification and diversity
have led to fragmentation and tragedy, some degree
of ethnic identification and pluralism are facts of
life in the U.S. This has been true throughout our
history and will remain so for the foreseeable
future.
Approach Three: Recognize and Benefit From
Diversity
The third approach I suggest is to welcome diversity
in some respects to maintain and benefit from
diversity. This is akin to the college model
advocated by Simmons, i.e. "an open and free
exchange of perspectives" (70) Indeed he later
claims that the "need for multiple voices of
discourse and exchange is a hallmark of the
Lutheran dialectic" (77) (emphasis added)
This approach celebrates diversity not out of some
vague "feel good" idea that "variety is good" but
because it has positive and verifiable benefits. The
workplace we're told is welcoming diversity as a
positive thing and they're right. People from
different backgrounds bring different perspectives
to bear after all that's the model for this conference
each year. The hope is that our thinking will jump
out of its rut and produce creative and novel ideas.
An optimistic perspective on the increasing
emphasis on pluralism in the U.S. is offered by John
Farley in his text on racial and ethnic minorities.
He claims that there is "growing evidence that over

the long run a more diverse work group is more
effective, because it can offer a wider variety of
ideas and ways of dealing with issues and problems
and because it can often better addresi, the needs of
an equally diverse base of potential customers and
clients." (415) This seems to be one of those
sociology as common sense ideas that so bedevils
my field. However although this may be intuitively
obvious to some, it is just as intuitively obvious to
others that people from different backgrounds
would NOT be able to work together. So let's look
at some research.
Farley cites findings by Watson, Kumar, and
Michaelsen that compared homogeneous work
groups with diverse work groups. They found that
the diverse groups had more trouble working
together initially but as time went on they became
more productive then the homogeneous groups.
According to the researchers, the diverse groups
were more successful because they were better at
considering different viewpoints and coming up
with possible responses. (415) (emphasis added)
I find this research very encouraging. It returns to
where I started people are more comfortable with
people they think are similar. This makes for easy
interaction at first with people who are similar and
more difficult interaction with people who perceive
each other as different. But with effort, people can
find common ground to make interaction work.
And in working and cooperating on a common task,
they overcome initial misunderstanding and
stereotypes. Best of all, their diversity ultimately is
positive it produces more flexibility, more options,
more ways of looking at a problem.
This suggests that Simmons may be correct when he
claims that "diversity can yield creative adaptations
that assist mutual survival." (8) The commitment of
our Lutheran colleges to creating community out of
diversity while welcoming the contributions of all
our constituencies is a complex task. But the
alternatives would seem to be stagnation on the one
hand and conflict on the other. The Lutheran center
that holds is the emphasis on open dialogue.
Beyond that, my nomination for a central purpose to
unite students, faculty and staff is the belief that we
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are all preparing the next generation for service to
the world.

Intersections 6:3-11.
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